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TRI PTYCH
A D idactic Exhibition Related
to Three Paintings by
Philadelphia A rtist Bo Bartlett
in the Lobby o f O lney Hall,
La Salle U niversity

La Salle University Art Museum
March 2 0 -M ay 31,1990

This didactic exhibition is related to the triptych,
by the young Philadelphia artist Bo Bartlett, which
was installed in the Olney Hall lobby of La Salle Uni
versity in the fall of 1989. Comprising a number of
preparatory oil sketches and drawings for the three
paintings, it provides a glimpse into the evolution of
the work, as well as examples of the assured drafts
manship of the artist.
James William Bartlett, HI, usually called "Bo,"
was bom and raised in Columbus, Georgia. Before
embarking on his professional education, Bartlett
went to Florence, Italy, to teach himself to draw and
paint. This independent endeavor was greatly en
hanced by his study of old master paintings in the
Florentine collections and by his introduction there to
the American realist artist, Ben F. Long, IV, with
whom he studied technique. From 1976 to 1981
Bartlett was a student at the Pennsylvania Academy
of Fine Arts, where he received numerous awards
and was taught and inspired by Philadelphia artists
Ben Kamihira, Sidney Goodman, Arthur DeCosta and
Morris Blackburn. While a student at the Academy
he was an apprentice with another notable regional
artist, Nelson Shanks, and he followed an anatomy
class at The Philadelphia College of Osteopathic
Medicine.

Since his graduation from the Academy, less than
a decade ago, Bartlett has achieved considerable ac
claim. He has had several one-man exhibitions in
New York City galleries; maintains two studios in
Philadelphia; has had commissions for portraits of
such notables as Ricardo Muti, Samuel Barber, and
Richard Thornburgh and general commissions from
as far away as the West Coast.
Bartlett paints in a contemporary realist style.
Variously called New-Realism, Super Realism, Con
temporary Realism, and Photo-Realism, this style de
veloped in the late I960's paralleling Pop Art. Until
then representational art had been essentially out of
fashion as the semi-abstract and later fully abstract
styles dominated the first half of the twentieth cen
tury. The return then to naturalism in art was par
tially a reaction to the impersonality, complex subjec
tivity and formalist values of those previous mod
ernist styles.
Although Bartlett's images are set in very con
temporary settings rendered with the utmost clarity
and precision, his works project a deep psychological
presence and often carry spiritual or other symbolic
overtones. He returns to monumental enactments of
religious, political or social themes and mysterious
scenes of male and female nudity set in a formal and
classically constructed composition that sometimes

echoes the Italian Renaissance. But instead of con
centrating on celebrated figures from history or from
the upper classes, Bartlett is drawn to the confronta
tions, anxieties, and travails of the common man and
woman, to articulate the larger meanings which un
derlie the surface of all things. The emphatic stare,
postures and gestures of figures, often isolated in
space, immediately present a captivating image. But
if we look beyond his startling naturalism, we will see
how effective his compositional devices are in ex
panding the dialogue of the piece. The viewer be
comes intrigued, almost haunted, by Bartlett's figures
and a symbolic situation which suggests tension, vul
nerability, and the complexity and mystery which lies
imbedded in the soul of all humanity. While the nar
rative content may appear somewhat enigmatic, the
artist gives us compelling clues. And his works may
be interpreted in a variety of ways, the meaning for
the artist or the viewer may be quite divergent.
Bartlett, an advocate of Jungian psychology, draws
deeply from his dreams and his spiritual sense as a
source of ideas for his compositions. And he hopes
that the viewer will be inspired to do likewise when
contemplating his images.
He described his typical development process for
his works, which the exhibition documents here, in an

article a few years ago in American Artist (Summer,
1986):
Most of the ideas for the big paintings come
from recurrent dreams—I'll usually start with
tiny thumbnail sketches in a sketchbook. I'll
do a medium size drawing and a small oilsketch for color. Sometimes I won't put fig
ures in until later because I'm still working on
composition or color. Occasionally, I'll start
with a title or a word instead of an image.
Other times I'll start with an image and never
get a title. There has to be a balance between
the ideas and the execution for the works to
have strength.
Usually, too, Bo will photograph subjects or
scenes in the early stages of composition, as he did for
La Salle's Exodus; a selection is in an album in the pre
sent exhibition, which also offers openings of three of
his sketchbooks.
Other large works in the area by Bartlett may be
seen in the lobby of the main branch of Fidelity Bank;
the lobby of Growth Properties, (721 Filbert Street) in
center city; and at St. John's Episcopal Church,
(Levering Mill Road) Bala-Cynwyd.

C raterm en

1984

Oil on Canvas
9 ft. 81/4 ins. X 7 ft. 71/4 ins.
Given by the artist
This painting enlarges upon the workingmen
who are only touched upon in the foreground of the
. central panel. The location is roughly similar to that
in The Feast o f Shelters, showing the Gas Works at 8th
and Vine Streets. Over the past six years Bartlett has
executed a number of monumental paintings devoted
to the working class man which stand as homage to
his common, but essential, and often overlooked role.
Here the strength lies in the forceful triangle formed
by the African-American workers rather then with
their white supervisor who bends down on the left.
The title reinforces the notion of something largescale and consequential, though with some ambigu
ous overtones of destruction as well as construction
or renewal. One of the earliest sketches for this
painting suggests something more sombre: the work
ers are lifting, apparently exhuming, a body from the
excavation. The painted and actual blood (it was acci
dentally spattered from a cut on the artist's hand) on

the bottom of the supervisor's pants leaves a
provocative and enigmatic symbol. Another small
detail is in a lighter vein: the very tip of the supervi
sor's pointing finger is reflected in the puddle beside
him. This painting, like his other works, is signed
with Bo's private symbol:

IG N

Jesus at the Festival of Shelters 1984
Oil on Canvas
11 ft. X 12 ft.
Inscribed, lower right: For Grace
Given by the Episcopal Diocese
of Pennsylvania
This large central panel painted for the sanctuary
of the former St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Kens
ington represents a passage from St. John's Gospel
(VII: 10-13) in which Christ privately visits Jerusalem
during the last Jewish festival of the calendar year,
the Feast of Tabernacles or Shelters. Here he gets a
divided reaction from the people to whom he
preaches. The scene is interpreted in very contempo
rary terms. The people in the scene are the former
pastor, the Reverend Clifford Cutler, and the parish
ioners of St. Luke's; the background is a somewhat re
arranged view north of Eighth and Vine Streets
showing the Ukranian Catholic Cathedral and the
steeple of St. Michael's Church (where La Salle Col
lege commenced in 1863). Christ, who stands on a
mound of earth is presented as an African-American,
a modem rabbi wearing a Roman collar. This ren-

dering suggests, in the Christian view, the unity of
our diverse humanity and traditions in the New Man,
Jesus. The tents in the background refer to the shel
ters erected in the desert at the time of the exodus
from Egypt, while the telephone poles evoke the
cross. But the varied reaction of the people in the
crowd raises the central question — "Who is this Je
sus, the expected prophet or perhaps the Messiah?"
Some are oblivious to his presence; others are doubt
ful, while a few already believe and commit them
selves. Despite its complexity, the dynamic grouping
of people is directed finally to the isolated figure of
Christ, raised slightly above the level of the ground
toward the wide expanse of sky. He preaches amid a
scene of industrial destruction, hopefully to be fol
lowed by renewal. The scene, then, is basically opti
mistic, a feeling reinforced in the development of the
work when the artist painted over a mushroom
shaped cloud of smoke rising from the chimney in the
background. The scene of the worker by the pool of
water in the foreground (the artist himself) refers to
the words of renewal spoken by Christ in St. John,
(VII: 37-38), "If any man thirst, let him come unto me
and drink. He that believeth on me as the Scripture
hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living
water."

Exodus 1989
Oil on canvas
9 ft. 6 ins. X 7 ft.
Commissioned by La Salle University
The title, Exodus, suggests a release from bondage
— especially that of ignorance. But specifically the
central theme of this painting seems to be the search
or journey for secular and spiritual knowledge un
dertaken by youth, especially during their college
years, and the inspiration and enlightenment eventu
ally achieved. The successive stages of this journey
are referred to by the various poses and expressions
of the figures as they move up the hill in a rhythmical
swing from the lower right comer: the child here is
still too young even to contemplate the journey; the
faces of the two boys at the lower left foreground, en
closed by the dark shadows of the rocks, appear
somewhat bewildered, still uncomprehending of any
one faith; the mother-to-be, possibly a reference to the
Madonna, contemplates a post that may rise above as
a cross or a crucifix, and ponders the meaning of it all;
the young man above her, the focal point of the com
position, seems captivated, at the moment of inspira-

tion or revelation; and finally the woman in red, who
stands behind the post with the glow of light above
her head, appears to stand firm in her beliefs, having
reached the end of the journey toward wisdom.
The group of the four older men on the side of the
hill, who are the teachers and guides of youth on their
journey, face the central painting, thereby providing a
connection to its traditional Biblical subject. Mean
while the youth, as a result of their journey, have per
haps found a new or additional sign of God's pres
ence.
What is clear is that the "Exodus" is a climax for
the triptych as a journey, an ascent, a trip-tych. So the
basic message is one of hope, wonderment, and spir
itual renewal for persons of all faiths to consider.
Subjects for the Exodus painting were gathered to
provide a cross-section of the University community:
recently retired Professors Claude Koch, Joseph F.
Flubacher, and Brother Francis McCormick are
grouped together on the left; retired counselor Rosa
Lee Smith stands at the top of the hill on the right
behind the post; Dr. Joseph Kane, Dean of the
Business School, stands on the left side of the hill with
an arm pointing toward the left; students Rachel
Ravasco and Dave Weems stand on the hill in the
middle background.
Other La Salle students,
professors, and staff members in the far background

at the crest of the hill are: Frank McLaughlin, Joanie
Hasson, Br. Mike Andrejko, Counselor Br. Arthur
Bangs, and staff members, Mary Farrell, and the late
Ann Shields. The two central figures at the top of the
hill and those in the foreground are friends of the
artist; his son is in the lower right corner. The
evolution of the composition began with the artist
posing and then taking photographs of the figures at
the side of the meadow at Belfield Farm one very
warm spring day in April, 1989.
Brother Daniel Burke
Director
Caroline Wistar
Curator

CHECK-LIST
1. Melanie May (the artist's wife), 1985
Pencil
Purchased with funds donated
by Alfred J. Crawford, Esq.
2. Self-Portrait
Oil on panel

CRATERMEN
Studies for:
3. Entire painting
Charcoal
4. Entire painting
Oil on canvas
Lent by Eugene Lefevre

JESUS AT THE FESTIVAL OF SHELTERS
Studies for:
5. Entire painting
Pencil, and pen and ink
6. Background and figure o f Jesus
Pencil
7. Entire painting
Oil on wood
Lent by the Rev. Clifford Cutler
8. Entire painting
Pen and ink
9. Head o f Jesus 1984
Pencil
10. Head o f Jesus 1984
Pencil
11. Related Head o f Jesus 1987
(Model - Morris Kennedy)
Pencil

EXODUS
Studies for:
12. Entire painting
Pen and ink
13. Professor Claude Koch
Pencil
14. Br. Francis McCormick
Pencil
15. Entire painting
Oil on wood
16. Central figures at top of hill
Pencil
17. Professor Joseph F. Flubacher
Pencil
18. Rosa Lee Smith
Pencil
19. Sketchbooks of the Artist
(in Hall Cases)

